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This M.A. thesis aims to examine Emily Dickinson’s connection with 
nineteenth-century American sentimentalism. During the long publishing history of 
Dickinson’s poems and letters, critics have given different opinions on her connection 
with her contemporary literary environment. Critics in the late nineteenth century and 
modernist critics in the early twentieth-century thought that Dickinson transcended her 
contemporary minor writers and stressed her disconnection with popular literature, 
including sentimental literature. Critics of cultural studies have convincingly proved 
that Dickinson was not intellectually reclusive or isolated. However, contemporary 
critics still approach Dickinson’s connection with nineteenth-century American 
sentimentalism in simplified ways. This thesis argues that Dickinson responded to 
sentimentalism in contradictory ways in her letters and poems. As a poet Dickinson 
interrogated and challenged sentimental literature consistently throughout her poetic 
creation. As a woman Dickinson never openly claimed her poetic rebellion against the 
sentimentalist doctrine in her letters. In front of different correspondents, she 
consciously adjusted her own image by adopting and manipulating the sentimentalist 
doctrine. In a word, her letters constitute a channel through which Dickinson 
negotiated between her literary aspiration and conventional sociability. Letters and 
poems show Dickinson’s contradictory attitudes toward nineteenth-century American 
sentimentalism. Such duality brings new challenge to critics who intend to ally 
Dickinson with feminist warriors or with her sentimentalist peers.  
The first chapter focuses on Dickinson’s early letters, especially those she wrote 
to her girlhood intimate Susan Gilbert and her brother Austin Dickinson. These letters 
show the role of sentimentalism in the early period of Dickinson’s development as a 
writer. She employed sentimental devices to secure Susan’s interest in her letters and to 
mitigate the aggressiveness her literary aspiration might incur in front of Austin. On 
the other hand, Dickinson occasionally revealed her discomfort with the gender 
expectations expressed in sentimentalist doctrine though such revelation was restricted 
to her letters to female correspondents. In contrast to her letter in which Dickinson 
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This art of subversion emerged early and forcefully. 
The second chapter explores Dickinson’s dual attitudes toward sentimentalism 
expressed in her letters and poems written after 1858. Set against her imitation of 
nineteenth-century female sentimentalists who had to rely on male protectors for 
publishing, the child images she created in her poems reaffirm her violation of the 
sentimental discourse. Though she still used sentimental devices to elicit Higginson’s 
epistolary response as she did in her early letters to Austin, Dickinson gradually 
transformed sentimentalism into a medium through which she claimed her 
anti-sentimental position before Higginson. In contrast to her complex treatment of 
sentimentalism in her letters, Dickinson’s interrogation of sentimentalism in poetry 
was consistent and direct. 
The third chapter focuses on Dickinson’s dual attitudes toward sentimentalism 
reflected in her letters written after her poetics became mature. In her letters to the 
Norcross sisters, Mrs. Holland, and her bereaved correspondents, Dickinson cultivated 
sociability as a conventional woman with virtues demanded by sentimentalist doctrines. 
Such cooperating spirit and her continuous interrogation of the sentimental discourse 
in her poems formed conflicting evidence about her connection with her sentimentalist 
peers. Unfortunately, Dickinson’s dual attitudes toward sentimentalism have been 
misused and misinterpreted by modernist critics as well as cultural critics. 
The last part sums up Dickinson’s contradictory connection with sentimentalism. 
Any misuse of such contradictory connection will remind us of the limitations of 
modernist critics’ binary judgment systems. To properly relocate Dickinson into her 
contemporary literary milieu, one should examine both her letters and poems.  
 





































































































F    refers to the Franklin edition of Emily Dickinson’s poems (The Poems of Emily 
Dickinson：Reading Edition [M]. R.W. Franklin. (ed). [Cambridge and London: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999]) and is followed by the 
numbers Franklin assigned to the poems 
L    refers to the Johnson edition of Dickinson’s letters (Emily Dickinson Selected 
Letter [M]. Thomas H. Johnson. (ed). [Cambridge and London: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2002]) and is followed by the numbers 
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More than one hundred and thirty years after the “surgeon” T. W. Higginson 
executed on Dickinson’s poems, her letters also went through a surgeon due to the 
“foolhardy” effort of Lewis Turco. Turco published a collection of poems as “a 
response to the letters of Emily Dickinson” (Turco, 1993: 1, 2). As a self-appointed 
rescuer of Dickinson’s lyrical expressions in her letters, Turco takes the freedom to 
modify extracted lines from her letters and turn them into poems so that contemporary 
readers will not forget or ignore them. Turco’s surgeon is an extreme exemplar of 
critical treatments Dickinson’s letters have gone through. Turco inspires my 
exploration of Dickinson’s letters and of its relationship with her poems as well as her 
connection with nineteenth-century sentimentalists. 
 
1. Critical History of Emily Dickinson 
Emily Dickinson’s earliest editors, T. W. Higginson and Mabel Loomis Todd, set 
the fashion of viewing her as a recluse. Both Higginson and Todd tried to guide 
readers’ attention from her poetry’s unusual meters and rhymes to the poet as a 
mysterious recluse writing in her own room isolated from social events and 
conventions. To testify Dickinson’s reclusiveness, in his preface to the 1890 collection 
Poems by Emily Dickinson, Higginson wrote that Dickinson only met him twice but 
corresponded with him for many years (Higginson, 1988: 6). Based on the claim that 
Dickinson was a whimsical recluse, Higginson aimed to get understanding and 
curiosity from readers. He stressed that her poems’ freshness and vivid imagination 
were produced in such a unique “wayward” way that “a lesson on grammar seems an 
impertinence” (Higginson, 1988: 7). Todd also emphasized that Dickinson’s “weird 
and peculiar power” brought about her “shining beauties”, especially the simple and 
direct expressions about the greatest themes such as love, death, and God (Todd, 1988: 
13). During this project of introducing a recluse poet to the public, Todd quoted 
Dickinson’s letters to Higginson. Like Higginson, early editors only mentioned 
Dickinson’s letters as seemingly biographical evidence that showed her reclusivenenss.  
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would like her poems despite their unconventional styles. It was an effective strategy. 
Poems of Emily Dickinson (1890) unexpectedly “ran through six editions in six 
months” (Wells, 1929: 246). However, critics’ responses divided. William Dean 
Howells believed that Dickinson “never intended or allowed” to print her poems and 
they were worth recording (Howells, 1988: 9, 10). James Fullarton Muirhead found 
that Dickinson created talented poems solely through intuition instead of experience 
(Muirhead, 1988: 17). Andrew Lang, an important British critic then, however, 
unsympathetically called Dickinson’s poems nonsense due to its defects in form and 
grammar (Lang, 1988: 12). Such conflicting critical responses indicated that the 
eccentricity of a recluse poet Higginson and Todd endeavored to emphasize was 
inadequate to counteract the seemingly apparent flaws in grammar and meter. It was 
under such critical milieu that Todd published The Letters of Emily Dickinson in 1894 
to confirm Dickinson’s inborn whimsicalness and reclusiveness. 
From the beginning of the twentieth century Dickinson’s name went into 
obscurity, which lasted for about 15 years before Dickinson’s niece Martha Dickinson 
Bianchi published The Single Hound (1914). This collection is “made up largely of” 
Dickinson’s “little personal verses” sent to her sister-in-law Susan or “found in her 
letters to other friends” (Wells, 1929: 257-258). Along with the publication of The 
Single Hound, the dispute over the achievements of Dickinson’s poems was revived by 
twentieth-century critics. However, critics with positive opinions and those with 
negative ones both embraced the assumption that Dickinson was a recluse, who had 
little actual experience and showed little social concern.  
Different from earlier critics, critics in the early twentieth century not just 
accepted the legacy of the recluse-myth but tried to explain the myth and related it 
with Dickinson’s poems. In order to account for her reclusiveness, critics used her 
letters as evidence. One most frequently used piece of evidence was Dickinson’s 
repeated determent of meeting with Higginson reflected in their correspondences. Such 
evidence convinced Conrad Aiken that Dickinson hardly availed herself with “social or 
intellectual life” and she consciously chose to be a recluse both as “a protest and a 
vanity” (Aiken, 1988: 21). Thus deciphering the characteristics of Dickinson, Aiken 
missed the point that Dickinson was self-fashioning when she cultivated her sociality 
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